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Abstract

Politeness Theory has played a central role in explaining how speakers manage social
relationships through language. Closely connected to this framework is sociopragmatics,
which focuses on the social and cultural norms governing appropriate language use in context.
This article examines the theoretical foundations of Politeness Theory, particularly Brown and
Levinson’s face-based model, and explores its relationship with sociopragmatics. The
discussion highlights how sociopragmatic variables such as power, social distance, and
imposition shape politeness strategies across cultures. The article also reviews key criticisms
of Politeness Theory and considers its pedagogical implications for second language teaching.
It is argued that integrating sociopragmatic awareness into language instruction is essential for
developing learners’ communicative competence and avoiding pragmatic failure.
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Introduction

Effective communication requires more than grammatical accuracy; it demands sensitivity to
social norms and contextual expectations. Speakers must choose linguistic forms that align
with interpersonal relationships, cultural values, and situational constraints. This socially
grounded aspect of language use is the focus of sociopragmatics, a branch of pragmatics
concerned with how meaning i1s shaped by social context. One of the most influential
frameworks for understanding socially appropriate language use is Politeness Theory, most
notably articulated by Brown and Levinson (1987). Their model explains how speakers
mitigate potential social conflict through strategic language choices. This article explores the
intersection of Politeness Theory and sociopragmatics, emphasizing their relevance for
linguistic analysis and language pedagogy.

Theoretical Foundations of Politeness Theory
Politeness Theory is rooted in Goffman’s (1967) concept of face, defined as an individual’s
public self-image that must be maintained during interaction. Brown and Levinson (1987)
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elaborate this concept by distinguishing between positive face and negative face. Positive face
refers to an individual’s desire for approval and inclusion, while negative face refers to the
desire for autonomy and freedom from imposition.Many communicative acts inherently
threaten face. Requests, refusals, complaints, and disagreements are examples of Face-
Threatening Acts (FTAs) because they potentially infringe on the hearer’s wants or self-
image. Politeness Theory proposes that speakers employ specific strategies to reduce the
impact of FTAs and preserve social harmony.

Politeness Strategies
Brown and Levinson (1987) identify four broad politeness strategies that speakers may use
when performing FTAs:

1. Bald on-record strategies, which involve direct and unmitigated expressions, typically
used in situations of urgency or close social relationships.

2 Positive politeness strategies, which attend to the hearer’s positive face by expressing
solidarity, friendliness, or shared identity.

3. Negative politeness strategies, which emphasize respect for the hearer’s autonomy
through indirectness, hedging, and formality.

4. Off-record strategies, which rely on implication and allow the speaker to avoid direct

responsibility for the FTA.
The choice among these strategies reflects an assessment of the social context rather than
purely linguistic considerations.

Sociopragmatics and Contextual Appropriateness

While Politeness Theory provides a general framework for understanding face management,
sociopragmatics accounts for how politeness operates within specific social and cultural
contexts. Sociopragmatics is concerned with judgments of appropriateness and with the social
norms that govern language use (Leech, 2014).Brown and Levinson (1987) identify three key
sociopragmatic variables influencing politeness strategy selection: power (P), social distance
(D), and rank of imposition (R). For example, a request made to a close friend typically
involves less politeness than the same request made to a superior. Sociopragmatic competence
therefore involves the ability to evaluate these variables accurately and adapt language use
accordingly.

Cross-Cultural Perspectives and Critiques

One of the most significant critiques of Politeness Theory concerns its claim to universality.
Scholars have argued that Brown and Levinson’s model reflects Western, individualistic
assumptions about face and autonomy (Ide, 1989; Matsumoto, 1988). In many collectivist
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cultures, maintaining group harmony may be more important than protecting individual face,
leading to different politeness norms.These critiques have led to alternative approaches, such
as discursive politeness and rapport management theory (Spencer-Oatey, 2008), which
view politeness as interactionally constructed rather than predetermined. From a
sociopragmatic perspective, politeness is not a fixed set of strategies but a dynamic process
shaped by participants, context, and cultural expectations.

Conclusion

Politeness Theory and sociopragmatics together offer a comprehensive framework for
understanding the social dimensions of language use. While Politeness Theory explains how
speakers manage face through strategic language choices, sociopragmatics emphasizes the
cultural and contextual factors that shape these choices. Despite ongoing critiques, the
integration of these perspectives remains valuable for linguistic research and language
education. Developing sociopragmatic competence is essential for effective communication,
particularly in intercultural and second language contexts.
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